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The Historical Evolution
of the Death of King John in Three Renaissance
Plays*
by

Carole Levin
University of Iowa

Although King John died of dysentery in 1216, three Renaissance
dramas, John Bale's King Johan, The Troublesome Reign of King John,
and Shakespeare's King John, reflect the influence of late medieval legends that John was dramatically poisoned. Bale and the anonymous author
of The Troublesome Reign emphasize the horror of the king's death,
dwelling upon his role as a religious leader; Shakespeare, however, separates John from the kingship, focusing our attention upon a frightened
man. This separation echoes the medieval political theory that the kingship is composed of two bodies.' By deliberately stripping away the Christian images that surround John's death in the earlier plays, Shakespeare
establishes a contrast between John the man (the body natural) and the
ideal of kingship (the body politic), the patriotic ideal enunciated by Faulconbridge. Examination of the medieval chronicles and the two early
plays demonstrates that Shakespeare, although concerned about the responsibilities of the ruler, removes kingship from a religious context, turning King John into a more political statement.
I
King John's reign (1199-1216) was known most notably for its problems.
These included the mysterious death of his nephew Arthur, a threatened
French invasion, a civil war with the barons, and a papal interdict. John
himself was excommunicated, and in making his peace with Pope Innocent III he turned England into a papal fief.
'I would like to thank the ational Endowment for the Humanities whose grant to attend
the summer seminar "Shakespeare and Human Experience'" (1979) made writing this essay
possible. Prof. Arthur Kirsch, who directed the seminar, was helpful and e ncouraging in
every way. I would also like to thank the other participants of the seminar, especially Profs.
Anne Hargrove, Howard Adams, Joan Gilliland, and Elizabeth Otten, who read the manu•
script at various stages. Prof. Katherine Voss Frank was also most helpful.
' Ernst H. Kantorowicz, The King's Two Bodies: A Study in Mediaeval Political Theology
(Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1957).
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One of the earliest chronicles to embroider on John's death was written
in verse around 1320. John is said to have gone before his parliament (in
itself anachronistic) and vowed "that he would make such a fight / As to
feed all England ... with a goodwife's loaf'-meaning, probably, that he
intended to throw all the kingdom's resources into waging war, no matter
what privations this might mean for the populace. Such callousness is in
harmony with the chronicle's portrait of John as cruel. A monk hears about
John's vow before parliament, and it horrifies him:
The king hath made a luckless oath
That he shall with a white loaf
Feed all England, and with a shoulder.
Surely it were a wicked fight;
Better far we both should die.
Resolving to poison John for the good of England, even at the cost of his
own life, the monk doctors some plums and contrives to share them with
the king. The poison kills them both. The chronicier heartily approves. Of
John he says, "In hell I hope he has his reward." 2
This account of John's death demonstrates a certain progression from
Roger ofWendover's earlier and more accurate one. Wendover said of the
dying John that "his sickness was increased by his gluttony, for that night
he surfeited himself with peaches and new cider, which greately increased
and aggravated the fever in him. " 3 A century later, these unhealthy
peaches had become poisoned plums. The moral cause-and-effect in Wendover, which traced John's death to the sin of gluttony, was heightened
by the fourteenth century chronicler to show an appropriate reprisal
overtaking tyrannous misrule. John was so demonic in his villainy, only
murder could be a proper end for him.•
In mid-fourteenth century France the poisoning story underwent even
further refinement, in a revision of the Brut chronicle in French prose,
which was translated into English before 1400. In this version, John came
to Swyneshede, and as he sat down to his meat, he asked a monk how much
the loaf that was set before him on the table cost. The monk replied, "but
a half-penny."" ow," said the king, "Andy may !eve, soche a !of shall be
'A n Anonymous Short English Metrical Ch ronicle, EETS, OS o. 16, ed. Edward Zettl
(London: Oxford niv. Press, 1935), lines 928--1019. All lines are rendered into modem
English.
' Roger of Wendover'., Flowers of History, trans. J. A. Giles (London: Henry G. Bonn, 1959),
II, 378.
'For example, see Richard Grafton, ed., The Chro11icle ofJoh11 Hardyi11g from the begyn•
11yng of Englond (London: R. Craftoni, 1543), folio Cl. Hardyng died about 1465. Robert
Fabyan, The New Chronicles of E11gland and France, in Two Parts, ed. Henry Ellis (London:
Printed for F. C. andJ. Rivington, 1811), p. 322. The first edition of Fabyan was 1515. A Short
English Chronicle in Three Fifteenth Century Chronicles, ed. James Cairdner (Printed for
the Camden Society, 1880; reprinted Johnson Reprint Corp., 1965), p. 19.
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worth XX s. [twenty shillings], or halfe yere be gone." The monk was
appalled to hear that the King intended to force the price of bread to such
a price that would starve his subjects simply to enrich himself.
He added poison to a cup of good ale and brought it before the king,
and kneeling, said, "Sir, wassailel for never dayes of your lyve, drank ye
soche a coppe." To convince John of the worth of the draught, the monk
drank first; John then drank of the cup as well. Both monk and king died,
though the chronicler, again thinking of the moral value of his narrative,
gave the monk a quick death, and John a horrible lingering one.5
This last version is clearly the source for a number of chronicles of
England printed in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. The
chronicles published in the 1490's have, however, changed one crucial
detail. The monk, instead of poisoning John in good ale, shares with the
king a goblet of poisoned wine.• The story had assumed its basic shape and
this essential form was Eucharistic. The modifications wrought on the
story brought together bread, wine, a table; a betrayal is revealed, a sacrifice made. The action, however, is a reversal of the Gospel. The monk
becomes a kind of saintly Judas, and John a kind of parodic Christ, for
whom the bread is a means for extortion rather than charity. The evolution of the legend is interesting, that three hundred years after John's
death, it is described in a scene reminiscent of a crucial moment in the
gospels. It is possible that John was p~rceived by this time as superhumanly villainous, and so could only be destroyed by supernatural
means.
At the same time that this vision of John as a villain had developed,
however, it was being challenged by Protestants recasting John as a hero
because of his quarrel with Pope Innocent III. When Henry VIII broke
with Rome and established his English church, propagandists, under the
direction of Thomas Cromwell, started looking for historical precedents.
By means of selective omission, by de-emphasizing or ignoring the miseries of John's reign- the death ofJohn's nephew Arthur, the loss of French
territory, the civil war-John could be presented as a precursor of the
Reformation, a prophet of the new faith three centuries ahead of his time,
a pioneer in resisting the tyrannies of Rome.7
The new vision of John was already available to Thomas Cromwell in
' Friedrich W. D. Brie, ed., The Brut, or the Chronicles of England, I, EETS, OS No. 131
(London, 1906), pp. 169-70.
' The Cronycles of the Londe of Eng/ode (Andewarpe: C. de Lee w, 1493), chap. cxlv; Chronicles of Eng/ode (London: Julyan otary, 1515), folio !xii. The Chronicles of England (St.
Alban '.f Chronicles) (London: W. de Worde, 1515), folio lxxxvii. John Rastell's Pastyme of the
People, written in 1530, brieBy mentions the rumor of John's death by poison, ed. T. F.
Dibdin (London: F. C. and J. Rivington and Co., 1811), p. 111 .
'John Elliott's article, "Shakespeare and the Double Image of King John," Shakespeare
Studies, I (1965), 65-84, is extremely useful on this double vision of John. See also, Carole
Levin, ''A Good Prince: King John and Early Tudor Propaganda," The Sixteenth Century
Journal, 11, (1980), 23-32.
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the 1530's from the writings of William Tyndale and Simon Fish, who had
described John as "this good and blessed king of great compassion." In
their hatred of the Pope, both of these early Protestants saw John in a
heroic light." Once John was changed from villain to hero, the legend of
his death, with its crypto-religious tone, could be used to advantage. The
poisoning monk could be made to suggest Judas himself, and John a martyr
in the mould of Christ.•
II
In the 1530's John Bale, a fervent Protestant, convinced Cromwell of
the value of plays as propaganda. Bale had a troupe of 6ve players who
toured England putting on his plays. His most famous play was King
Johan, which he first wrote before 1536, and revised and presented before
the Archbishop of Canterbury at Christmas, 1539. 10
A very early history play, Bale's King Johan also clearly uses the morality structure, as both Irving Rihner and David Bevington have pointed
out. 11 For much of the play, John could be any good king, not merely the
historical John, and other characters, such as Dissimulation and Sedition,
are traditional morality play abstractions. E.M.W. Tillyard comments,
however, that "though John is a kind of English Everyman, the life of the
play is contemporary Protestant propaganda, and allegorical characters
are constantly turning into actual historical ones." 12
If the John of medieval legend was so demonic that murder was the only
fitting death for him, Bale's hero-king deserves nothing but a martyr's
crown. Barry Adams shows that Tyndale was the main inspiration for
'William Tyndale, The Obedie11ce of a Christio11 Ma11 (1528) in Rev. Creenslade, ed., The
Works of Wil/tom Ti11dole (London and Clascow: Blackie and Son, 1838), p. 211 ; Simon Fish,
A Supplication of the Begga rs (1528) in William Huse Dunham, Jr., and Stanley Pargellis,
eds., Ccmploillt 011d Refo rm ill England (New York: Oxford Univ. Prl)SS, 1938), pp. 89-90.
The statement in the text is by Fish.
'The official records make it clear that the people of the 1530's still believed in the poisoning
of John three hundred years earlier. One night in 1538, while drinking with three laymen,
Friar Geoffrey Turner incautiously expressed the view that John had gotten just what he
deserved when he was poisoned with a cup of wine. His drinking companions were outraged
enough to report him to the authorities. Three years earlier, a clerk named John Hale had
publicly prayed that Henry Vlll's "death l beseech Cod may be like the death of the most
wicked John, sometime King of this realm, or rather to be called a great tyrant than a King."
Henry's government interpreted Hale's statement as an open incitement to assassinate the
King, and Hale was executed as a traitor. Letters and Papers Foreign 011d Domestic of the
Reign of Henry VIII arranged and catalogued by James Cairdner (London: H.M.S.O. 1888),
Xlll, 658; Vlll, 609.
10
1n 1548 Bale revised the play again for presentation before Edward VI; in 1561 it went
through yet another revision.
"Irving Ribner, The English History Play in the Age of Shakespeare, rev. ed. (London:
Methuen, 1965), p. 34; David Bevington, Tudor Drama a11d Politics: A Critical Approach to
Topical Meaning (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1968), p. 99.
"E.M.W. Tillyard, Shakespeare 's History Plays (New York: Macmillan, 1947), p. 111.
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Bale's play;' 3 though by Bale's time there would have been other positive
discussions of John available.••
From the beginning ofBale's play.John embodies all the characteristics
of a great religious leader as well as ruler. We know very early that God
has chosen King John to save England. Widow England tells the King,
"For God wyllyth yow to helpe the pore wydowes cause" (line 129). John
promises to help if her cause be "trew and just" (line 24). We also see John
stand up to Sedition from the beginning. "I saye hold yowr peace and
stand asyde lyke a knave" (line 112). Though John is critical of the church,
it is not because he lacks Christian faith, but rather because the church
John wants is not corrupt but "of faythfull hartes and charytable doynges"
(line 430).
The critical moment in the play occurs when John agrees to turn England over to the legate as a papal fief. While it is easy to make the Pope
a villain for making such a demand, John's heroism at this moment of
submission is far more difficult for the playwright to portray. Instead of
making John look weak at this point, however, Bale brilliantly stresses that
John's primary characteristic is compassion. Even when his nobility has
betrayed him, John calls out, "What blyndnes is this? On this peple, Lord
have mercy!" (line 1475). John finds that commonality is poor and blind,
and that the Pope has not only excommunicated him and placed an interdict on his country, but is encouraging a French invasion. It is not fear that
makes him submit, but rather his decision to keep Englishmen from dying.
John says:
0 Englande, Englande, shewe now thyselfe a
mother;
Thy people wyll els be slayne here without
nomber.
As God shall judge me, I do not thys of cowardnesse
But of compassyon, in thys extreme heavynesse.
Shall my people shedde their bloude in suche
habundaunce?
Naye, I shall rather gyve upp my whole goveraunce. (lines 1717-22)
For Bale, John is a man of such courage and compassion that the evil
urch cannot let him live. Bale relates the story of John's poisoning as it
ared in the late fifteenth century chronicles, but he deftly reshapes
-\dams, ed., John Bole's King Johan, p. 25.
or example, see Robert Barnes, A Supplication Unto Henry VIII, 2nd ed. (London: J.
, 1534); Thomas Swynnerton, Mustre of Sclsmotyke Bis.shops (pseud. John Roberts:
n: J. Byddell, 1534).
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it in the Protestant cause. Dissimulation decides to poison John because
the king is still attempting to protect England from the evils of the Pope.
He knows, however, that he must have a better excuse to convince people
that this was a just action. He therefore tells Sedition:
And thys thu saye to colour with the thynge,
That a penye lofe he wolde have brought to a
shyllynge.
Sedition is at first incredulous. " aye, that is suche a lye as easely wyll be
felte." But Dissimulation assures him "Amonge fooles it never wyll be out
smelte" (lines 2022---25). At the same time he is proclaiming it to be the
slanderous invention of churchmen, Bale is exploiting the legend that had
developed over hundreds of years and was the crown of the villainous
interpretation of John.
With further irony, Bale puts into the mouth of Dissimulation the
speech from the English Brut. Dissimulation tells John to drink the wine
since
The dayes of your lyfe never felt ye suche a
cuppe,
So good and so holsome ....
By my faythe I thynke a better drynke never
was. (lines 2107-08, 2110)
Dissimulation so praises the drink that John, ever generous, insists the two
of them share it. After some hesitation, Dissimulation agrees to do so, thus
killing them both. John's last thoughts are for England:
Farewell, swete Englande, now last of all to the;
I am ryght sorye I coulde do for the nomore.
(lines 2178-79)
Bale again tackles the question ofJohn's ill reputation through his character Verity.
I assure ye, fryndes, lete men wryte what they
wyll
Kynge Johan was a man both valiant and godley. (lines 2193-94)
Despite John's death, the end of the play is hopeful. Imperial Majesty
appears on stage representing the Tudor monarch Henry VIII who will
finish what John started, and thus save England. The John of Bale's play
lived heroically and died a martyr, a fitting example to the people of early
Tudor England of a king who also functions as a religious symbol.
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By the Elizabethan age the acceptance of John's death by poisoning
(whether portrayed sympathetically or not) can be found in a variety of
histories. 15 The works that most strongly reflect attitudes toward John in
the Elizabethan period, however, are John Foxe's The Book of Martyrs
and Holinshed's Chronicles. They are aJso significant because they are
probably the main sources for The Troublesome Reig n of King John and
Shakespeare's King John. 18
While Foxe is sympathetic to John, the John of The Book of Martyrs is
not of the stature of the hero of Bale's play. Foxe presents John as a good
man, who is also weak, and for whom everything goes wrong once he gives
into the corrupt Church. The people of England are reminiscent of the
weak and blind commonalty of Bale's play. They listen avidly, for example,
to a false prophet, who was the mouthpiece for the treasonous priests.
"Lies grew upon lies; so that every day new slanders were raised on the
king, and not one of them true." 17
John is "thus compassed about on every side with enemies." The Pope
has excommunicated him and is encouraging the French to invade. John's
own people, instead of giving support, are listening to the lies of the
priests. John decides he must make his peace with the Pope. Innocent
insists the king give up his crown to the papal legate and receive it back
only on condition of his fealty. Unlike Bale, who excuses this act, Foxe
terms John's submission "a wicked error." 18
But John's submission does not heal the breach between him and his
subjects. The bishops, priests, and monks continue with their treasons and
conspiracies. In despair John confides, "Since I submitted myself and my
land .. . to the church of Rome (sorrow come to it!) never a thing hath
prospered with me, but all hath gone against me." 19
The French invade England with the support of many of the English
nobility until the English learn of French plans to deprive them of everything in victory. The nobles return to their king to find him dying, "traitorously poisoned by a monk." 2 ° Foxe's motive for the poisoning is that the
"For example, see A cronicle of years, wherein ye shall find the names of all the kings
(London: J. Judson, 1558?), p. Aiii; Parke r Society, Early English Poetry, Ballads, and Popular
Literature of the Middle Ages, edited from Original Manuscripts and Scarce Publica tions,
Vol. Ill: Thomas Deloney, Strange Histories (London: Printed for the Pe rcy Society, 1851),
p. 31 ; R.M., " A New Ballade" in Ancient Ballads and Broadsides published in English ill the
Sixteenth Century .. . preserved it, the library of Henry Huth (London: Whittingham and
Wilkings, 1867), pp. 43--45; Richard Grafton, A Chronicle at large, standard edn. by Henry
Ellis (London: Prin ted for J. Johnson, 1809), p. 246; John Stowe, Anna/so/England (London:
R. ewbery, 1592), p. 257.
"The Arden Edition of King John, 4th ed., ed. E. A. J. Honigmann (Cambridge: Harvard
Univ. Press, 1954), pp. xi-xiii.

"The Acts and Monuments ofJohn Foxe: With a Life of the Martyrologist and Vindication
of the Work, ed. George Townsend (London: Seeley, Burnside, and Seeley, 1843-1849; rpt.
New York: AMS Press, 1965), 11, 330--31.
" Ibid., pp. 331 , 333.

" Ibid., p. 338.
'°Ibid., p. 340.
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monk is in sympathy with the French-a far more political motive than
those of earlier accounts.
Holinshed's Chronicles is far less kind to John than Foxe. Though a
strong anti-Catholic bias dominates the narrative, this does not make the
authors sympathetic to John, though there are several concessions. While
Arthur is portrayed as arrogant, the authors do concede that John fell
under suspicion when his nephew died, "whether worthilie or not, the
Lord knoweth." 21 And if the authors do not absolutely charge John with
Arthur's death, they do relate a number of other atrocities from medieval
chronicles.
In terms of John's death, the Chronicles offers a number of variations;
John may have simply died of ague, he could have been poisoned by a
monk, or-a new one-John may have been poisoned by a conspiracy of
his own servants. But however he died, he left his country in great turmoil,
and this is the moral the authors of Holinshed's Chronicles see in his reign.
What really killed John, they report, were the "manie anguishes and
vexations.... Here therefore we see the issue of domesticall or homebred
broiles, the fruit of variance, the gaine that riseth of dissention, whereas
no greater nor safer fortication can betide a land, than when the inhabitants are all alike minded." 22
The morals of Foxe and Holinshed's Chronicles reappear in The Troublesome Reign of King john and Shakespeare's King john. 23 The Troublesome Reign, an anonymous play, was written between 1587 and 1591,
and published in 1591. The author apparently wished to write a popular
patriotic drama relating contemporary issues to the past. 24 Instead of
presenting Bale's version of John as a pre-Reformation opponent of
21
Holirished 's Chroriicles of Er1gla11d, Scot/arid, a11d Irela11d, ed. Sir Henry Ellis (London:
J. Johnson, 1807-08; rpt. e w York: AMS Press, 1965), n, 286 .
.,Ibid., p. 337.
" Whi.le it is generally accepted that The Troublesome Reign predates Shakespeare's King
John, a few critics disagree. See, for example, Honigmann, ed., King John, p . 1 viii. For the
majority view, see Ribner, who says, "The weight of e vidence confirms Shakespeare·s dependence on The Troublesome Reig n," (The Eriglish History Play, p. 119). Also, Geolfrey Bullough, Na"ative and Dramotic Sources of Shakespeare (New York: Columbia Univ. Press,
1962), IV, 22 states, ''That The Raigne includes so many more scenes, incidents and motifs
is one reason for thinking that Shakespeare came second; and the nature of his divergences
deliberately supports the idea." J. L. Simmons, "Shakespeare's King John and Its Source:
Coherence, Pattern, and Vision," Tula11e Studies;,, English, 17 (1969), 65--66, demonstrates
"fairly conclusively" that The Troublesome Reign antedated King John by comparing their
treatment of Arthur's death as the motivation for the nobles' rebellion with the Holinshed
source; Simmons goes on to say, "In what is the structural crux for both plays, The Troublesome Reign is recognizably close to Holinshed, but King John s relationship to the chonicle is hardly comprehensible without the intervening accentuation in The Troublesome
Reig11 of Arthur's death in conjunction with more purely historical and political motivations."
-◄ M. M. Reese, The Cease of Majesty: A Study of Shakespeare's History Plays (London:
Edward Arnolds, 1961). p. 82.
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Church abuse and papal power, the author of The Troublesome Reign
intended John's reign as a mirror for the dangers of domestic dissension
and foreign interference. 25 Unlike Bale's John, however, the John at the
end of The Troublesome Reign has deteriorated. From the "warlike Christian" he was in the beginning, at the end he is exposed as morally corrupt.
This is despite the fact that John is the defender of religious liberty in
England. 28
According to John Elson and Virginia Carr, probably the most significant source for The Troublesome Reign was Foxe. The author borrows
Foxe's characterization-John is a good man who is also Hawed, and after
his submission to the Pope his world falls in on him. Elson also contends
that Bale's play was a source for The Troublesome Reign, but this is debatable. Elson attributes the dramatic success of the play to two factors: one
is the barons' revolt after Arthur's death, and the other is the character
of Faulconbridge, the Bastard. His magnetic personality is built up from
slight hints in Polydore Vergil and Holinshed.27
The Troublesome Reign is infused with a fanatic Protestant spirit, and
the Catholic Church is satirized. The play's purpose is stated in the prologue:

You that with friendly grace of smoothen brow
... Vouchsafe to welcome (with like curtesie)
A warlike Christian and your Countryman
For Christ's true faith indur'd he many a storme
And get himself against the Man of Rome,
Until base treason (by a damned wight)
Did all his former triumphs put to fight.
(prologue)
John is shown at the beginning of the play as a good king with a just
claim to the throne- though his later worry over his nephew raises questions of how good John himself believes his claim to be. John early promises his lords,
Yet John, your Lord, contented uncontent,
Will (as he may) sustain the heavie yoke
"Bullough, Narrative and Dramatic Sources, JV, 9. All subsequent references to The Troublesome Reign are from this edition.
"F. P. Wilson, Shakespearean and Other Studies, ed. Helen Gardner (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1969), pp. 31-32.
"John Elson, "Studies in the King John Plays,'' in Joseph Quincy Adams Memorial Studies,
ed. James C. McManaway, Giles Dawson, and Edwin E. Willoughby (Washington, D.C.: The
Folger Library, 1948), pp. 183-97; Virginia Mason Carr, The Drama as Propaganda, a study
of The Troublesome Raigne of King Joh11 (Salzburg: Salzburg Studies in English Literature,
1974).
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Of pressing cares, that hang upon a Crowne.
(Part I, lines 12-14)
John also early shows himself the protector of the English church. When
the legate demands that John accept Stephan Langton as archbishop, the
King answers Pandulph by saying,
Tell thy Maister so from me, and say, John of
England said it, that never an Italian Priest of
them all, shall either have theythe, tole, or poling penie out of England, but as I am King so wil
I raigne next under God, supreame head both
over spiritual and temprall: and hee that contradicts me in this, Ile make him hoppe headlesse.
(Part I, lines 978-84)
In this speech John is certainly talking as a precursor of Henry VIII and
in a manner his anti-papal audience would love. With dramatic telescoping (for the point would actually require months of discussion) Pandulph
tells John that he is
accursed discharging every of they subjects of
all dutie and fealtie that they doo owe to thee,
and pardon and forgivenes of sin to those of
them whatsoever, which shall carrie armes
against thee, or murder thee.. . . Furthermore
I charge thee Philip King of France, and al the
Kings and Princes of Christendome, to make
war upon this miscreant. (Part I, lines 995-99,
1004-06)
King Philip is delighted to follow the legate's bidding, even though he has
just agreed to a truce with John, and bound it by the marriage of his son
to John's niece.
John's critical error, according to the author of The Troublesome Reign,
is his decision about Arthur, whom he has captured. 28 John says of Arthur,
" Here I would disagree with Carr (The Drama as Propaganda, p. 80), who sees the fate of
Arthur as but one of a series of incidents that happen to John in The Troublesome Reig11. I
believe she is overstating her point when she claims that " the T.R. presents the blinding not
as a great crime, but asa sin which prevents John from being as great as he might have been."
Though the author of The Troublesome Reig11 does not make the fate of Arthur as horrifying
as Shakespeare does, I still see it as the critical factor in John's downfall in this play as well.
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"He never will forget his claime, I would he livde not to remember it. "
(Part I, lines 1101-02). While John is shown to be morally corrupt in his
dealings with Arthur, the author of The Troublesome Reig11 softens our
response to the ordered mutilation and /or murder of Arthur. The Troublesome Reigns Arthur is a young warrior instead of the child of Shakespeare's King j ohn. And Arthur proves to John he indeed will not forget
his claim when he tells his Uncle upon being captured, "Might hath prevayled, not right, for I am King / Of England, though thou weare the Diadem" (Part I, lines 1096-97). John ambiguously tells Hubert de Burgh, who
is keeping Arthur in custody:
. .. Hubert, keep him safe!
For on his life doth hang thy sovereign's crown,
But in his death consists thy sovereign's blisse.
(Part I, lines 1119-21)
When Hubert fails to take the hint, John send messengers to him with
orders to put out Arthur's eyes to render him useless as a claimant. John
says, "Why so, then he may feele the crowne, but never see it" (Part I, line
1663). Hubert believes this action is against God 's law, and refuses, deciding on the subterfuge of telling John that Arthur is dead (while keeping
him hidden).
It is possible that John, by ordering the blinding of Arthur, has decided
to spare his nephew's life, as Carr suggests.•• Certainly he acts surprised
when Hubert tells him the blinding killed hi nephew: "What is he dead"
(Part I, l.ine 1667). Still, on hearing the news of his nephew's death, John
shows no remorse. "Then with him dye my cares" (Part I, line 1668), he
remarks jauntily. His nobles, however, are horrified. "Was ever heard a
deede of more inhumane consequence?" they a k. "Your foes will curse,
your friends will crie revenge" (Part I, lines 1672-73). John's response is
to fall even more deeply into a moral slough. "Saucie, unciviU checkers of
my will. Your tongues give edge unto the fatall knife: That shall have
passage through your traitorous throats" (Part I, lines 1682-84). Upon
re8ection, however, John decides that killing Arthur was a mistake. But
he decides this for pragmatic reasons rather than moral ones.
His death hath freed me from a thousand
feares,
But it hath purchased me ten times ten thousands foes,
Curst be the Crowne, chiefe author of my care,
ay curst my will that made the Crowne my
care:
"Carr, 71,e Drama as Propaga11da, p. 123.
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For killing him whom all the world laments.
(Part I, lines 1689- 90, 1709-10, 1714)
And so John is delighted, "the joyfulst man alive," when Hubert tells
him that Arthur is actually alive (Part I, line 1739). While John is a murderer in intention, be is not one in fact. With dramatic irony, no sooner
is this announced than the Prince kills himself in a fall while attempting
to gain his freedom . Hubert comes to tell the nobles that Arthur is indeed
alive at the very moment they come across his broken body and conclude
John 's guilt. The barons' motives in rebelling are not, however, completely
sympathetic. ot only are they mistaken about how Arthur died, they are
also far too heavily influenced by the Pope's wrath. They tell each other,
"Besides, the Pope, on perill of his cursse, Hath bard us of obedience unto
John" (Part II, line 87).
In a revealing discussion with the Bastard, John sees himself as a king
most "opprest with cares" (Part II, line 226), but realizes that this is due
to his own failings. He has been excommunicated, but worse, is having
problems with his own people.
The multitude (a beast of many heads)
Doo wish confusion to their Soveraigne,
The Nobles blinded with ambitious fum es
Assemble powers to beat mine Empire downe,
And more than this, elect a forren King.
(Part II, lines 233-37)
The commons and the nobles are wrong to forsake their king, but neither
is John blameless himself.
0 , England, wert thou ever miserable,
King John of England sees thee miserable:
John, tis thy sinnes that makes it miserable.
(Part U, lines 238-40)
The moral health of king and country depend upon each other. John
realizes that due to him England is o troubled he must make his peace
with Rome. He does this purely out of policy, however; he has no change
of heart about the evil of the Catholic Church. He tells himself,
Peace, John, here comes the Legate of the
Pope,
Dissemble thou, and whatsoere thou saist,
Yet with thy heart wish thei r confusion.
(Part II, lines 282-84)
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As in Foxe, The Troublesome Reign has a French invasion that the
English nobles aid. Prince Lewes describes the English nobles who have
taken his part as poisoning their country.

Well, Meloun, well, Jes smooth with them
awhile,
Until we have as much as they can doo
And when their vertue is exhaled drie
Ile hang them fro the guerdon of their help
Meane while wee'! u e them as a precious poyson
To undertake the i sue of our hope.
(Part Il, lines 593-98)

This passage strengthens the identillcation of John as physically representing England since John himself will ac tuall y be poi oned just as the realm
is so treated symbolically. When the nobles learn that Lewes plans their
destruction once he gains ascendency, they realize their true duty. Then,
says one noble to another, "As for my selfe, I will in haste be gon: And
kneel for pardon to our sovereign John" (Part II, lines 782-83).
John meanwhile is grievously ill, in part from despair: " For done I am
deadly wounding griefe" (Part II, line 787). John's illne s reflects the troubled state of the realm resulting from his failure of moral leadership.
Because he is ill he stops to rest at Swinstead Abbey, where the monks
determine to murder him. Throughout The Troublesome Reign is a comic
contempt for the men of the Church. Earlier John sends the Bastard to
discover the state of the monasteries, and he finds the monks completely
corrupt. They are hoarding money and fornicating with nuns. At Swinstead Abbey there is a comic scene where one monk is so exci ted over his
plot to murder John he does not hear the entrance of th e Abbot. Hearing
the monk mutter to himself, the Abbot is immediately convinced the
monk intends to murder him. He cries, "Alas, good Thomas doo not
murther me, and thou shalt have my place with thousand thanks" (Part
II, lines 899-900). The monk explains that his target is actually the king,
and the Abbot, in his relief glad ly approves the plan. This comedy robs the
murder of some of the horror we feel in Bale-but The Troublesome
Reign 's John is also not of the stature of Bale's King, and thus this reduction of horror is fitting.
While dying, John ha an insight into his own unworthiness. "Methinks
I see a cattalogue of sinne, Wrote by a fiend in Marble characters" (Part
II, line 1048). He also realizes how wrong he was to make his peace with
the Pope. He says to the Ba tard,
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... I tell thee man,
Since John did yeeld unto the Prie t of Rome,
or he nor his have prospered on the earth:
Curst are his blessings, and his curse is blisse.
(Part II, lines 1074-77)
As Rihner points out, the John at the end of The Troublesome Reig n is
something of a tragic hero, who, because of his own weaknesses ·•...
cannot accomplish the great mission with which he is entrusted and who
finally dies in defeat, although under hi successors his cause is ultimately
triumphant. " 30
As in Bale's King joha11, in The Troublesome Reign, John 's death gains
significance by prophesizing the coming of Henry VTII.
I am not he shall buyld the Lord a house
Or roote these Locusts from the face of earth:
But if my dying heart deceave me not,
From out of these Joy nes shall spring a Kingly
braunch
Whose armes shall reach unto the gates of
Rome,
And with his feete tread downe th e Strumpets
pride,
That sits upon the chaire of Babylon.
(Part II, lines 1081--S7)
That disclaimer ("I am not he") is reminiscent of the affirmation of John
the Baptist in Luke 3:16: "But one mightier than I cometh. " This whole
passage, in fact, has markedly criptural tones, with its echoes of various
Old Testament prophecies of the coming of the Messiah, and its typically
Protestant use of the passage in Revelation concerning the Whore of
Babylon and her imminent destruction. The effect of all the biblical diction is to endow Henry VIII with that crypto-religious quality that had
lurked about John's death for centuries. John's role now is merely to make
straight the way.
By 1591, John's fight with the Popec a ed to be useful propaganda; he
no longer offered a precedent that justified Henry in fighting with Rome.
That fight had long been won; England had her own church, and Henry
was justified by his own success. If the two kings resembled one another,
then John was obligated to Henry for the honor, and not vice versa. The
Troublesome Reign had a more timely duty to perform: to preach that
God alone can discipline a sovereign, and to denounce rebellion. The John
of Th e Troublesome Reign still represents England itself, and is king as
'

0

Ribner, The English History Play, p. 82.
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body politic. His weaknesses are reflected in the weaknesses of the country. Still the way to cure these problems is through loyalty to both country
and king. When the nobles are disloyal they are poisonous. This has
become the lesson of John's reign to those who lived w1der Elizabeth's:
Ob y your sovereign, even if the monarch is not ideal. 31
III
If one accepts the view of the majority of scholars, that The Troublesome
Reign antedated King john then The Troublesome Reign was clearly
Shakespeare's main source.32 But Shakespeare changed the thematic emphasis in several important places. His King John is a far more political
play than either The Troublesome Reign or King Johan. The religious
issues informing the earlier plays became part of the question of the
sanctity of the ruler. Ernst Kantorowicz has discussed Shakespeare's Richard II as a play which utilizes the theory of the king's two bodies.33 I would
like to suggest that in King john Shakespeare begins his exploration of the
ideas that come to fruition in the later history play, and he does this
particularly in the way he treats John's death, as well as the respon e of
Faulconbridge to the deaths of both Arthur and John.3 4
Geoffrey Bullough has written, "One may wish that Shake peare had
not scamped John's end by omitting the poisoning scene and alluding to
it so briefly. " He goes on to ask, "Was it through dislike of anti-clerical
satire, or a feeling that the method of John's removal did not matter, or
just a wish to finish the play quickly."" Bullough disagrees with Waller"See, for example, the 1571 Homilie Against Wilful Rebellion, which di cusses John in this
context: J. Griffiths, ed., The Two Books of Homilies to be read in Churches (Oxford: University Press, 1859), pp. 593-95.
"See note 27 above. While 1 believe my discussion or the play supports the conclusion that
King John was written arter The Troublesome Reign, and probably soon before Richa rd II,
this conclusion is not necessary to the comprehension of the play as I read it.
" Kantorowicz, The Killg's Two Bodies, pp. 24-41.
"The relationship of the Bastard to King John is critical to our understanding or the play.
The character of the Bastard develops as John diminishes in stature. Between them, argues
Adrien Bonjour, "The Road to Swinstead Abbey: A Study of the Sense of Structure of King
John, "Journal of Eng/isl, Literary History, 1 (1951), 273, "Shakespeare attained a remarkably balanced structure by a dynamic representation of hvo closely connected characters
whose evolution curves are, in their contrast, almost pe rfectly symmetrical." James Calder•
wood , " Commodity and Honor in King Joh 11," U11iversity of Toro11to Quarterly, 29 (1960),
341-53, agrees with Bonjour that the structure of the play is the decline of John and the moral
ascendency of the Bastard, but links the the me with the terms commodity and honor, the
Bastard's emerging sense of honor. William Matchett, " Richard's Di vided Heritage in Ki11g
Joh 11, "Essays i11 Criticism, 12 (1962), 231-51 , suggests that at the end of the play the Bastard
best expresses kingly qualities. By the last act, "John, a king incapable of kingship, is finally
replaced in action by the man most capable of it." While I found Matchett's discussion useful
and perceptive, I believe, withJ. L. Simmons, ("Shakespeare's Ki11g Jol111," pp. 70-71 ), that
the Bastard is not himself the ideal king, but is rather as a loyal citizen envisions this idea .
.. Bullough, Na"alive and Dramatic Sources, IV, 22.
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stein's early statement on the image of King John that "every change from
his source that Shakespeare made was for a greater dramatic effect and
liner dramatic truth."•• Bullough concludes, "This is a debatable assertion. "3 ' I believe that Wallerstein is correct; Shakespeare deliberately
chooses to downplay the manner of John's death to emphasize his representation of kingship.
In King john Shakespeare uses both the medieval Catholic vision of
John as well as the newer Protestant one. John Elliott's work has placed
the play within this context. Elliott suggests that Shakespeare drew his
material from the two conJlicting visions of John deliberately so that he
"could produce a fresh and thought provoking treatment of a familiar
subject." The double vision Shakespeare exploits causes the audience to
view John sympathetically, even though Shakespeare deliberately makes
his king a usurper. "In King john the theme of usurpation leads ... into
an analytical study of political pragmatism and of the realities of the
political world. " 38
In King john, Shakespeare tones down the fanatical Protestant spirit of
The Troublesome Reign. He cuts the comically derisive scenes about
monks and nuns, and only refers to them obliquely .
. . . The Bastard Faulconbridge
Is now in England, ransacking the Church,
Offending charity (III.iii.171-73)
Only the tension between Pope and King remains. As a result, by being
more subtly portrayed, the quarrel actually becomes the more disturbing,
and remains strictly political.3 8 Pandulph, the Papal legate, is a shrewd,
amoral man who welcomes the murder of Arthur because it will lessen the
English loyalty to John. When Prince Louis grieves that Arthur is captured, Pandulph tells him he should instead exult; Arthur does not matter,
and this will aid Louis' attempt to take over England:
How green you are and fresh in this old world!
John lays you plots; the times conspire with you;
This act so evilly born shall cool the hearts
Of all his people and freeze up their zeal,
That none so small advantage shall step forth
To check his reign but they will cherish it.
(III.iii.145--46, 149-52)
"R. Wallerstein, King John in Fact and Fiction (University of Pennsylvania, 1918), p. 43,
cited in Bullough, Narrative and Dramatic Sources, IV, 22.
"Ibid.
"Elliot, "Shakespeare and the Double Image of King John;· pp. 81 , 76.
"Simmons, "Shakespeare·s King John ,·· p. 58.
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Unlike the king in The Troublesome Reign, Shakespeare's John is a
usurper, a man of " borrow'd majesty" (l.i.4). Even his mother admits:
Your strong possession much more than your
right
Or else it must go wrong with you and me:
So much my conscience whispers in your ear,
Which none but Heaven and you and I shall
hear. (l.i.40-44)
It is possible Shakespeare made John clearly a usurper so that his later faU
becomes more just. The character of John in this play is in some ways part
of the pattern of aspiration Anthony Esler noted in the plays of the
1590's.4° Arthur's right over John is hint d at as well by the title Earl of
Richmond John offers his young rival (II.i.552). This was the exact title
Henry Tudor held before becoming king by defeating the usurper Richard
III. John 's usurpation also makes us qu stion the issu of kingship. There
is an ironic echo when John and other characters refer to him as
"England." The ideal of the body of the king representing the country is
tainted when that king's right is not just.
Even though he i a u urper at the beginning of the play, however, John
is shown to have courage. "I do defy thee, France" (II.i.155). After promising de6ance, however, John agr ees to a peace with France that gives away
most of England's possessions. He promises his niece Blanche in her marriage to Prince Louis that her dowry shall
. . . weigh equal with a queen:
For Anjou, and fair Touraine, Maine, Poitiers
And all that we upon this side the seaExcept this city now by us beseig'dFind liable to our crown and dignity
hall gild her bridal bed. (Il.i.486-90)
This defiance and then rather craven submission foreshadows John's relations to the church as well.
At Srst John is shown as the defender of Engli h liberties in almost the
same speech as in The Troublesome Reign. John, referring to himself as
the "mouth of England" (III.i.78), tells Pandulph to warn the Pope
. . . that no Italian priest
Shall tithe or toll in our dominions;
but as we, under Heaven, are su preme head,
So, under Him, that great supremacy
0
Anthony Esler, The Aspiri11g Mi11d of the Elizobethall You1Jger Ge11eratior1 (Durham:
Duke Univ. Press, 1966).
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where we do reign we will alone uphold
Without the assistance of a mortal hand.
(III.i.79-84)

This speech prefigures the claims Henry VlII would make in the 1530's.
Philip II accuses John of blasphemy. John responds to this charg in a
speech th at furth er explains his position and clearly summarizes the
abuses of the medieval church.
Though you and all the kings of Christendom
Are led so grossly by this meddling priest,
Dreading the curse that money may buy out;
And by the merit of vile gold, dross, dust,
Purchase corrupted pardon of man,
Who in that sale sells pardon from himselfThough you and all the rest so grossly led
This juggling witchcraft with revenue cherish,
Yet I alone, alone do me oppose
Against the Pope and count his friends my foes.
(lll. i.88-97)
Pandulph proves th rightness of John's criticisms by immediately cursing
and excommunicating John and offering canonization and worship as a
saint for anyone "that takes away by any secret course thy hateful life"
(III. i.l 03-04).
As in Th e Troublesome Reign, the capture of Arthur is the turning point
of the moral deterioration that eventuall y consumes John. And Shakespeare makes his Arthur a far more sympathetic victim than in The Troublesome Reig n Arthur is still a child and personally not concerned with
forcing his claim. How to deal with Arthur is clearly difficult for John, and
far more of a moral dilemma than in the previous play. John takes a long
time (about forty lines) to get to the point where he can actually say he
wants Arthur dead. He comes up to it only to back away again. "I had a
thing to say, but let it go" (Ill.ii.43) and "I would into thy bosom pour my
thought; But, ah, I will not" (Ill.ii.63-64). When he finally gets to the point,
however, John is brutally economic with words, as if the thought is so
horrible it cannot be cloaked in whole sentences.••
King John: Death.

Hubert: My lord?
King John: A grave.
"This scene is an interesting contrast with Richard Jll's order to have his nephews murdered. Richard, while he plays wi th language, does not express any of the qualms I think can
be deduced from John ·s speech.
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Hubert: He shall not live.
King John: Enough. (lll.ii.76)
The John in Shakespeare goes through a much more sincere repentance
after Arthur's supposed death than he- does in The Troublesome Reign.
Unlike the king of The Troublesome Reign, Shakespeare's John realizes
the death of Arthur is not only politically inept, it is also morally wrong.
John says to himself abou t the nobles:
They bum in indignation. I repent.
There is no sure foundation set in blood,
No certain life achieved by other's death.
(IV.ii.103-05)
But th repentance comes too late.•• Once the wheel of fortune has
started to tum, it cannot be stopped. Though Hubert does not kill Arthur,
he dies anyway, in circumstances that lead the nobles to conclude John's
guilt. John is informed that France is lau nching an enormous attack, while
his mother has just died. John is so overwhelmed that he makes his peace
with Innocent and delivers his crown to PanduJph. Unlike the John of The
Troublesome Reign, who is dissembling, Shakespeare's John is simply so
weakened he cannot defend the realm himself. He tells Pandulph,
This inundation of rnistempered humor
Rests by you only to be quali£ed.
Then pause not; for the present time's so sick
That present medicine must be ministered
Or overthrow incurable ensues. (V.i.12-16)
The death of Arthur works symbolically to weaken John so that he
submits to the Pope. Arthur's death works symbolically also to illuminate
the concept of the king 's hvo bodies. In a pictoral representation of this
them , Hubert picks up the body of the dead Arthur, who by claim of
l gitimacy ought to have been king. The Bastard says to Hubert:
How easy dost thou take all England up
From forth this morsel of dead royalty!
The life, the right, and truth of all this realm
ls fled to heaven; and England now is left
to tug and scramble. (IV.iii.141-46)
"Though the re pe ntance does not save Arthur's life, nor save John from his poLitical trials,
there is no sense tha t he is beyond redemption because he ordered Arthur's death. ln this,
John is re minisce nt of Angelo in Measure for Mea sure.
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England is represented by Arthur, and yet in the body politic is deprived
of him. As Kantorowicz explains, death was the one way to separate the
king's two bodies. The phrase about Arthur as "morsel of dead royalty"
echoes in John's last speech, where he refers to himself as " module of
confounded royalty" (V.vii.58).
Though Shakespear continue the tradition that John is poisoned by a
monk, he makes very little of it. It occurs offstage, and Shakespeare never
bothers to identify the poisoner, nor does he avail himself of the imagery
of bread and wine and table. The ma1111er in which John was poisoned
seems to have become a dead issue by Shakespeare's time, no longer
demanding to be expressed in Christian imagery. Even the supposed fact
of John's poisoning is de-emphasized. ln V.iii. John says,
This fever, that hath troubled me so long
Lies heavy on me; 0 , my heart is sick! (V.iii.3-4)
Unlike the other plays, all the events surrounding the poisoning occur
offstage. We learn of it three scenes later when Hubert tells the Bastard,
"The king, I fear, is poison'd by a monk" (V.vi.23). No fuller motive or
description is given. The bodily effect of the poison seems but to be a
continuation of the fever John was already suffering from :
There is so hot a summer in my bosom
that all my bowels crumple up in dust:
I am a scribbled form , drawn with a pen
Upon a parchment, and against the lire
Do I shrink up. (V.vii.30-34)
John's death through burning fever is foreshadowed throughout the
play. During the fighting the Bastard exalts:
Ah majesty! how high thy glory towers
When the rich blood of kings is
set on lire! (Il.i.350-51)
A speech by Pandulph also prepares us for John 's fate.
And falsehood falsehood cures, as fire cools lire
Within the scorched veins of one new burn'd.
(III.i.203-04)
After King Philip abandons the newly made peace with John at Pandulph's behest, John storms at him:

King Joh11

105

France, I am burn'd up with inflaming wrath,
A rage whose heat hath this condition
That nothing can allay, nothing but blood.
(III i.266-68)
Philip's response, "Thy rage shall burn thee up" (ITI.i.270), is ironically
prophetic of John 's later description of his poisoned fever in the la t act. 43
In the last act, though John is still the king, the separation of the king's
two bodies hinted at by the death of Arthur, is more full y expressed. John
the man no longer acts kingly. Instead, Faulconbridge provides an image
of what the king should be, aying first, " ow hear our Engli h king, for
thus hi royalty doth speak in me" .ii.128-29), and then r ferring to John
as "gallant monarch " and "warlike" (V.iii.148;176) even though we have
just observed him as weakly and sickly. Faulcon bridge ven instructs John
on kingly behavior:
Be great in act, as you have been in thought
Be stirring as the time, be fire with fire.

.i.45;48)

And in a sense John tu rns ome of the functions of the king hip over to
Faulconbridge when he tells him, "Have thou the ordering of this present
time" (V.i.77). In certain ways the Bastard has taken over the duties of the
kingship without le sening in any way his loyalty to King John and thus
to England. Faulconbridge's vision of John re presents for us the body
politic. Shakespeare has divided the king's two bodie , and to make this
division evident, de-emphasizes John's death. As Simmons says, "[n the
light of the Bastard's vision, John as a man becomes an irrelevancy, and
his quick removal is artistically and thematically just. .... ActuaUy, however, it is John as king who is irrelevant.
While John's death is "made genuinely tragic by its language." 40 its
tragedy is that of a Hawed man, rather than of any demonic or divine
character. As May Mattson points out. " In both Th e Troublesome Reign of
King John and Ki11g Johan the king dies prophesyi ng the English Reformation. " 46 Shakespeare deliberately refrains from using John in this way.
John's last lines deflate, rather than build him into something more than
he is.
"E. C. Pettet, .. Hot Irons and Fever: a note on some of the imagery of King j ohn," Essays
in Criticism, 4 (1954), 128-44.
"Simmons, Essays i11 Criticis m, 4 (1954), 126-44.
" Michael Manheim, The Weak Klug Dilemma i11 /h e Shakespearea11 Hislory Play (Syracuse:
Syracuse niv. Press, 1973), p. 142.
••May Mattsson, Five Plays about King Joh11 ( tockholm: Almquisst and Wiksell International, 1977), p. 84.
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ALI this thou seest is but a clod
And module of confounded royalty.
(V.vii.57-58)

It is instead the Bastard who is left with the closing speech of rousing
patriotism.
In Shakespeare's play we are in some slight degree returning to Roger
of Wendover's account that John died of a fever. Shakespeare's John is
neither so evil nor so saintly that he can only be destroyed by a deliberate
act that echoes back to the Last Supper itself. Shakespeare is concerned
about kingship, and the responsibilities of the ruler, but he does not place
it within the deeply religious context of either the medieval chroniclers
or Bale or the author of The Troublesome Reign. Shakespeare's play is far
more a political statement about the duties of kingship and citizens: that
a people must be loyal to the ruler even if he is not ideal. As John ceases
to represent the ideal of kingship his symbolic significance also lessens. As
a result, Shakespeare allows his John to die what is essentially a natural
death.

